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THE ACCURACY OF THE AUTHORIZED VERSION OF 
THE OLD TESTAMENT 



PROFESSOR WALTER R. BETTERIDGE 
Rochester Theological Seminary, Rochester, N.Y. 



The position of the King James Version as an English classic 
is secure. No other version, whatever its merits, is likely to enter 
into this glorious heritage. It is perhaps the noblest monument of 
the English language in the time of its greatest perfection and vigor. 
But it occupies this position because it is not in the strict sense of 
the term a version at all; it is a revision. Its language was not 
in any true sense the creation of the band of scholars whom King 
James called together to make the revision. One needs only to 
compare the language which the revisers use in their preface with 
that which appears in the text to be struck at once with the immense 
contrast between the two. The chief merit of the revisers is to 
be found in the fact that with great skill and wisdom they avoided 
their own vernacular and adhered most closely to the language of 
the earlier versions. 

It is to Tyndale, and his successors who produced in due order 
the versions of the Bible known as the Great Bible, the Geneva 
Bible, and the Bishops' Bible, that we must turn to find the source 
of that English pure and undefiled from which has issued the stream 
which has satisfied the aesthetic as well as the spiritual longings of 
so many generations of English readers. 

It seems appropriate therefore that we should consider for a 
moment the exact nature of the task which was set before these 
rnqn. By the rules which were laid down for their guidance, either 
by the king himself or with his approval, they were directed to 
follow "the ordinary Bible used in the church, commonly called 
the Bishops' Bible, and to alter it as little as the truth of the original 
will permit." And according to the fourteenth rule they were 
permitted to use the versions of Tyndale, Matthew, Coverdale, 
Whitechurch (ordinarily known as the Great Bible), and Geneva 
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when they agreed better with the text than the Bishops' Bible. 1 
Their faithful acceptance of these conditions is indicated in their 
own words in the preface to the original edition of the Authorized 
Version: "Truly (good Christian Reader) wee neuer thought from 
the beginning, that wee should neede to make a new Translation, 
nor yet to make of a bad one a good one, .... but to make a 
good one better or out of many good ones one principall good one. 1 ' 
And while as they say they had before them "the Hebrewe text 
of the Olde Testament and the Greeke of the New," yet they 
recognized that they were not "the first that fell in hand with 
translating the Scriptures into English and consequently destitute 
of former helpes. 11 And not only did they use freely these former 
English "helpes" but they also made use of all the helps available, 
consulting the "Translators or Commentators, Chaldee, Hebrewe, 
Syrian, Greeke, Latine, and also Spanish, French, Italian and 
Dutch. 1 ' With all these helps they toiled slowly and painfully as 
they say. "We did not disdaine to reuise that which we had done, 
and to bring back to the anuill that which we had hammered: 
but hauing and using as great helpes as were needfull, and fearing 
no reproach for slowness, nor coueting praise for expedition, wee 
haue at the length through the good hand of the Lord upon us 
broughte the worke to that passe that ye see." 2 

The text thus produced was a resultant of the earlier versions, 
agreeing most closely perhaps with the Bishops 1 Bible, but intro- 
ducing numerous variations from other sources. Bishop Westcott 
collates Isa., chap. 53, in the Authorized Version with the Bishops' 
Bible in the editions of 1568 and 1572 and notes forty-three cases 
in which the Authorized Version departs from the Bishops' Bible, 
and finds that "as far as the variations admit of being reduced to a 
numerical form, seven-eighths are due to the Geneva version either 

alone or in agreement with one or both of the Latin versions 

Three times the Geneva version is abandoned and once the render- 
ing appears to be independent." 3 

1 For these rules see Westcott, History of the English Bible, 150-53; Eadie 
The English Bible, II, 191 ff. 

2 The preface is quoted from " the exact reprint in Roman letter of the Authorized 
Version published in the year 161 1 in large black letter folio," Oxford, 1833. 

3 Westcott, History of the English Bible, 345. 
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My own examination of 159 words in Ezek. 38: 1-6, representing 
80 words in the Hebrew, shows that there are 4 words which are 
rendered slightly differently from the translation in either Cover- 
dale, the Great Bible, the Genevan, or the Bishops' Bible, while in 
ten other cases the Authorized Version agrees with the Geneva as 
against the other editions. These comparisons might be extended 
indefinitely and they would undoubtedly all support the conclusion 
that the revisers of 161 1 adhered most faithfully to their function 
as revisers. 

A word must now be said about the Hebrew text which was 
available for the revision of 161 1. Among the numerous editions 
of the Hebrew Bible which had appeared since the publication 
of the first complete edition at Soncino in 1488, one, the second 
Rabbinic Bible issued at Venice in 1524-25 under the editorship 
of Jacob ben Chayim, presented a text which is said by Christian 
David Ginsburg to have settled the Massoretic text as it is exhibited 
in the present recension of the Hebrew Scriptures. 4 That is, the 
revisers of 161 1 had the same standard text as the one which we 
use today, and therefore in the matter of text they were as well off 
as the editors of our most recent revision. This statement applies 
of course only to the Old Testament. The preface of the English 
revisers to the edition of 1885 states that they adopted the Masso- 
retic text as the basis of their work and departed from it as the 
translators of the Authorized Version had done, only in exceptional 
cases. But while this text is generally reliable, it is by no means 
perfect. There are many unintelligible passages and many places 
where it must be regarded as corrupt, perhaps irremediably corrupt. 
Now a reasonable translation may sometimes be secured by the 
aid of the ancient versions, as was done in a few cases by the trans- 
lators of the version of 161 1. In other cases, however, a rendering 
was forced upon the faulty text with no marginal note to indicate 
the true state of affairs. Many of these translations are unimpor- 
tant, but others are of considerable significance for the general 
historical interpretation of the Old Testament. Such a passage 
is found in I Sam. 14:18, translated by the Authorized Version: 

4 Ginsburg, Introduction to the Hebrew Bible, 956. 
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"And Saul said unto Ahiah, Bring hither the ark of God. For the 
ark of God was at that time with the children of Israel." Here the 
second clause in the original is unintelligible, while the statement of 
the first can hardly be correct because it is in distinct contradiction 
to other statements in Samuel about the fate of the ark. 5 Here the 
Septuagint offers an intelligible and consistent text and translation 
which, whether correct or not, should certainly have been presented 
in the margin. One or two more cases in which the Authorized 
Version ignores an unintelligible or corrupt text may be cited. 
The clause in Deut. i8:8& is almost certainly corrupt; the trans- 
lation of the text, "besides that which cometh of the sale of his 
patrimony," is really forced on the original and the marginal 
rendering does not help matters. The original of II Sam. 4:6a is 
wholly obscure, and such passages as Ps. 9:6, or 16:2-4, really 
defy translation. In 9:6 it is true that the marginal renderings 
do indicate the difficulty but not the real unintelligibility of the 
text. It is of course too much to expect that in the general state 
of critical scholarship at the time of the formation of the King 
James Version, any considerable attention should be paid to intri- 
cate problems of textual criticism, but it cannot be regarded as 
unfair at this time to call attention to the fact that in many cases 
the King James revisers were unfaithful to their text in so far as 
they failed to make evident in some way or other that it was 
hopelessly obscure or unintelligible. 

Attention may be called briefly to the treatment accorded by 
the King James revisers to the variant readings which are actually 
preserved in the Massoretic text, chiefly in the so-called Q e ri 
as distinguished from the KHhibh. Here their policy would seem 
to have been purely eclectic and more or less arbitrary. Neglect of 
the Q e ri in Isa. 9:3 produced the incongruous negative clause "not 
increased the joy," instead of the evidently correct rendering which 
is suggested in the margin of the Authorized Version and incorpo- 
rated into the text of the Revised Version. In Exod. 21:8 the 
Authorized Version adopts the correct Q e ri, "to himself," instead 
of the KHhibh, "not." So in II Kings 20:4 the Authorized Version 
adopts the Q e ri, "the middle court," instead of the KHhibh, "the 

si Sam. 7:1; II Sam. 6:4. 
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middle city," which is followed by the Revised Version. But it is 
needless to multiply instances ; those which have been cited suffi- 
ciently illustrate the method. 

The Authorized Version as a translation is, generally speaking, 
remarkably faithful to the Hebrew idiom. This is not strange 
when one considers that the two languages, depending as they do 
largely upon the relative order of the words rather than upon elabo- 
rate inflections, have many elements in common. This was noticed 
by Tyndale, who in 1528 wrote in the preface to his treatise, The 
Obedience of a Christian Man, "And the properties of the Hebrew 
tongue agreeth a thousand times more with the English than with 
the Latin. The manner of speaking is both one; so that in a thou- 
sand places thou needest not but to translate it into English word 
for word." 6 How true this is must be apparent to anyone who 
compares the English with the Hebrew in almost any passage chosen 
at random. The majestic creation narrative in Gen., chap. 1, 
making allowance for the difference in the order of subject and verb 
in the English and Hebrew respectively, is almost a verbatim render- 
ing of the Hebrew, though occasionally the palm for terseness must 
be given to the original. The " without form and void" of the 
English, for example, is certainly inferior to the "tohu wabhohii" 
of the original. How closely the English follows the Hebrew may 
clearly be seen in vs. 4, where the peculiar Hebrew construction in 
which the subject of the subordinate clause is attracted into the 
principal clause is retained, so that we read, "And God saw the 
light, that it was good," instead of the more distinctly English 
order, "And God saw that the light was good." In fact very many 
of the peculiar phrases and turns of expression which are current 
in our vocabulary of worship and devotion, and with which we 
are so familiar that we instinctively think of them as pure English, 
are, in reality, only naturalized Hebrew phrases. This is well 
illustrated by such combinations as the following: "Rock of Ages," 
"Sun of Righteousness," "God of my salvation," "Holy of Holies," 
"oil of gladness," "ways of pleasantness," and many other similar 
phrases. 

But even in the construction of sentences, the English follows 

6 Mombert, Handbook of the English Versions of the Bible, 117. 
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the Hebrew very closely in many instances. A striking example 
of this is seen in the constant employment of the distinctly Hebrew 
introductory formula, "And it came to pass,'' with its less frequent 
counterpart, "And it shall come to pass/' And in the clauses 
following these formulas, the English conforms closely to the idiom 
of the original, simply changing the impossible Hebrew co-ordinate 
conjunction to the simplest English equivalent, "that," "as," 
" then," or some similar word. This close adherence to the Hebrew 
order in construction has its disadvantages as well as its advantages. 
Sometimes the relation of words and clauses is left very uncertain. 
In the translation of Ps. 17:7, a passage which in the original has 
only six words, the relation of the phrase, "by thy right hand," 
is not absolutely certain and the Authorized Version by transferring 
the phrase gives only one of two possible interpretations. It must 
be said that, in this respect, the Authorized Version has a decided 
advantage over the very clumsy but more literal rendering which 
is given by the British Revised Version. Another case of an 
ambiguous word is found in the same psalm (17:15): "I shall be 
satisfied, when I awake, with thy likeness/' Here the words, 
"with thy likeness," unquestionably modify the verb "satisfy," but 
a very popular interpretation connects them with the verb "awake," 
and derives from them an argument for the resurrection. Another 
case of literal translation, which is especially bad, noted by the 
American revisers in the preface to the American Revised Version, 
is found in Ezek. 20:17, "nevertheless mine eye spared them from 
destroying them, 11 where the meaning is, "so as not to destroy 
them" or as the American revisers have it, "mine eye spared them 
and I destroyed them not." 

A consideration of these facts gives some justification for the 
criticism of Selden in his "Table Talk: 1 ' "But the Bible is rather 
translated into English words than into English phrases. The 
Hebraisms are kept and the phrase of that language is kept." 7 This 
very transfer of phrase and idiom, while it makes the English trans- 
lation exceedingly simple and picturesque in its diction, increases 
the difficulty of its interpretation. Biblical speech is not infre- 
quently connected with anything but biblical thought. And 

7 Selden, "Table Talk," in Arber's English Reprints, p. 20. 
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hence the necessity constantly arises to translate even biblical 
English into the thought and speech of everyday life. 

It is interesting to note, in connection with this adherence to 
the original in syntax and style, the constant employment of 
synonyms to express the same idea instead of the use of the same 
English word. The revisers of the King James Version justify 
this action and assert that they thought the opposite course " would 
savour more of curiositie than wisedome, and that it rather would 
breed scorne in the Atheist, than profite to the godly Reader." It 
must be admitted that there are arguments in favor of this action 
of the revisers, but all things considered, it would seem that for 
the purpose of a version, the object of which is to bring the thought 
and spirit of the original as accurately as possible to the one who 
can learn that thought and spirit only through the medium of the 
translation, the avoidance of this profusion of synonyms would have 
secured better results. In fact it is to be noted that many of the 
objections which are raised to criticisms of this sort, and indeed to 
the recent revision of the Bible as a whole, are based, not on con- 
siderations of the Bible as a version and a medium of communicat- 
ing the thought of an ancient and remote people to the modern man, 
but solely on the estimate of the Authorized Version as an English 
classic. It is well to keep the two ideas in mind, but it is hardly 
fair to call the man who wishes a more accurate rendering of the 
thought of the original a pedant. 

There are other excellences of the Authorized Version which 
might be mentioned, such as the felicitous rendering of the so-called 
infinitive absolute by the emphatic adverb as in the words, "thou 
shalt surely die," where Coverdale, for example, has, "thou shalt 
die the death," or, "I will certainly return," or, " the waters returned 
from off the earth continually," or, "the kine went along the 
highway lowing as they went." Here the variation from the 
original in order and phraseology is very slight but it results in a 
definite translation rather than a transference of idiom. 

Detailed and minute criticism has pointed out many errors in 
translation of single words and phrases which were unavoidable in 
the state of Hebrew and Semitic scholarship at the beginning of the 
seventeenth century. Many of these errors have been remedied 
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in the recent revisions. It has been learned, for example, that the 
supposed proper name Belial is not a "proper" name at all and that 
instead of "sons of Belial" we should probably render "base 
fellows." Our revisers thought that the words in the obscure song 
in Num. 21:14, "what he did in the Red Sea," should be given, 
"Vaheb in Suphah"; but if Professor Schmidt is at all on the right 
track in his rendering, "Yahwe came, dried the Red Sea, with 
other streams, Arnon as well," then the recent revisers are as far 
from the truth as were those of 161 1. 8 

Furthermore, as the doctrine of the Hebrew tense forms has come 
to be better understood, it has been seen that there are numerous 
errors in the Authorized Version in the translation of these verb 
forms. One of the most common errors is in the translation of the 
frequentative tenses. It is certain, for example, that in Exod. 
17:11 the rendering should be, "whenever Moses held up his hand," 
etc.; or in Exod. 33:7 ff. the tenses should be frequentative, 
"Moses used to take ....," and "whenever Moses went out 
unto the Tabernacle," etc. A distinct mistranslation occurs in 
Gen. 12:1, "Now the Lord had said," which can only be rendered, 
"And the Lord said." 

But these criticisms of the Authorized Version as a version do 
not affect its place as an English classic which has been the inspira- 
tion of much of the best English writing in all subsequent genera- 
tions. Nor do they touch the religious and historical significance 
of this wonderful book. It is worthy of the eloquent tribute of 
Bishop Westcott, "Our version is the work of a church and not of 
a man. Or rather, it is a growth and not a work. Countless 
external influences, independent of the actual translators, contrib- 
uted to mould it Our Bible in virtue of its past is capable 

of admitting revision without violating its history. As it has 
gathered into itself .... the treasures of manifold labours, so it 
still has the same assimilative power of life." 9 

8 Messages of the Poets, 323. 

9 Westcott, History of the English Bible, 369-70. 



